Subepithelial apoptosis in normal caecal biopsy specimens is primarily an age-related phenomenon.
To determine whether prominent subepithelial apoptosis in otherwise normal caecal endoscopic biopsy specimens has any clinical significance. Calculating the average number of subepithelial apoptotic bodies per intercrypt space [i.e. a subepithelial apoptotic index (SAI)] was found to reflect accurately and reproducibly the density of subepithelial apoptosis in a colonic biopsy specimen. The SAIs of 124 histologically normal caecal biopsy specimens from adult patients showed a positively skewed normal distribution without bimodality. The clinical details of patients with specimens in the top quartile of this distribution were compared with those of patients in the bottom quartile. Patients in the top quartile were found to be older and more likely to suffer with ulcerative colitis than those in the bottom quartile. However, controlling for age removed the association between SAI and ulcerative colitis. The SAIs of 144 caecal biopsy specimens (including 20 paediatric cases) showed a positive correlation with patient age. Subepithelial apoptosis in normal caecal biopsy specimens appears to be an age-related phenomenon with no demonstrable clinical significance.